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“‘GRAMMAR, or the Consideration of LANGUAGE’”:1  
metalinguistic assumptions in 18th-century British dictionaries of arts and sciences”  
Elisabetta Lonati 
Abstract 
Background. At the start of the Eighteenth century, a new emerging genre helped change the 
representation, the conceptualisation, and the vernacularisation of the world: this turning point was 
marked by the publication of universal dictionaries of arts and sciences, or encyclopædias, arranged 
in alphabetical order. These reference works were mainly addressed to a lay, non-expert audience of 
educated readers, and promoted the dissemination of traditional ‘knowledges’ and new ideas in 
eighteenth-century British society and across Europe (Yeo 1991, 1996, 2001, 2003; Kafker 1981 and 
1994a-b). The alphabetical order made topics easily retrievable, and a complex system of cross-
references established connections between terms and disciplines. Language and metalinguistic 
issues – terminology and ideas – represent one of the major fields of interest, due to the 
contemporary debate on variation and variants vs. regularisation and standardisation.   
Aims and method. The general aim of this paper is a survey of the most relevant headwords/entries 
concerning language and metalinguistic awareness. The starting point are general notions as defined 
and discussed within individual entries, e.g. s.v. language, grammar, English, dialect, idiom, word, 
syllable, letter, vowel, consonant, pronunciation, writing, orthography, etc. across encyclopædias. A 
further step would emphasise the network of ideas established by cross-references, to make a more 
comprehensive discourse on (meta)language emerge, and to verify traditional approaches vs. 
innovations throughout the century.  
Sources (British dictionaries of arts and sciences published between 1704 and 1788). The following 
works are the most relevant over the century, and the main focus of the study: Harris’s Lexicon 
Technicum (1704, 1-folio vol., hereafter LT), Chambers’s Cyclopædia (1728 [1727], 2 in-folio voll., 
hereafter Cy), Encyclopædia Britannica (1768-1771, 3 in-quarto voll., hereafter EB), and Rees’s 
Cyclopædia (1778-1788, 5 in-folio voll., hereafter ReCy). The reference is usually to the first edition 
of the preceding works, where different, it will be marked by a left superscript number (e.g. 5thCy, 
5thLT). 
Discussion. The discussion will include extracts drawn from paratextual and prefatory matter, this 
section mainly concerns the general principles. More detailed examples will be drawn from the main 
body, that is to say the entries (see above). This will highlight both specific contents and 
(meta)language issues, and intra-textual connections to further headword/entries, in order to 
systematise an apparently fragmented discourse on (the English) language. 
 
 
                                                          
1 Chambers’s Cyclopædia (1728), Preface, p. vi. 
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AA.VV. [William Smellie]. 1768-1771. Encyclopædia Britannica; or, a Dictionary of Arts and Sciences, compiled 
upon a new plan. In which the different Sciences and Arts are digested into distinct Treatises or Systems; 
and the various Technical Terms, &c. are explained as they occur in the order of the Alphabet. Illustrated 
with one hundred and sixty copperplates. By a Society of Gentlemen in Scotland. In three volumes. 
Edinburgh:  printed for A. Bell and C. Macfarquhar; and fold by Colin Macfarquhar, at his Printing-
office, Nicolson-street. 
Chambers, Ephraïm. 1728 [1727]. Cyclopædia: or, an Universal Dictionary of Arts and Sciences; containing the 
Definitions of the Terms, and Accounts of the Things signifi’d thereby, in the several Arts, both Liberal 
and Mechanical, and the several Sciences, Human and Divine: the Figures, Kinds, Properties, 
Productions, Preparations, and Uses, of Things Natural and Artificial; the Rise, Progress, and State of 
Things Ecclesiastical, Civil, Military, and Commercial: with the several Systems, Sects, Opinions, &c. 
among Philosophers, Divines, Mathematicians, Physicians, Antiquaries, Criticks, &c. The Whole 
intended as a Course of Antient and Modern Learning. Compiled from the best Authors, Dictionaries, 
Journals, Memoirs, Transactions, Ephemerides, &c. in several Languages. In Two Volumes. By E. 
Chambers Gent. London: Printed for James and John Knapton, John Darby, Daniel Midwinter, Arthur 
Bettesworth, John Senex, Robert Gosling, John Pemberton, William and John Innys, John Osborn and 
Tho. Longman, Charles Rivington, John Hooke, Ranew Robinson, Francis Clay, Aaron Ward, Edward 
Symon, Daniel Browne, Andrew Johnston, and Thomas Osborn. 
Chambers, Ephraïm. 5th1741-43. Cyclopædia: or, an Universal Dictionary of Arts and Sciences; containing an 
Explication of the Terms, AND AN Account of the Things signified thereby, in the several Arts, both 
Liberal and Mechanical, and the several Sciences, Human and Divine: the Figures, Kinds, Properties, 
Productions, Preparations, and Uses of Things Natural and Artificial […]. London: Printed for D. 
Midwinter, W. Innys, C. Rivington, A. Ward, J.and P. Knapton, E. Symon, S. Birt, D. Brown, T. Longman, 
R. Hett, C. Hitch, J. Shuckburgh, A. Millar, J. Pemberton, F. Gosling, M. Senex, and L. Clarks. 
Harris, John. 1704. Lexicon Technicum: or, An Universal English Dictionary of Arts and Sciences explaining not 
only the Terms of Arts, but the Arts Themselves [With illustrations, diagrams and tables]. London: 
printed for Dan. Brown, Tim. Goodwin, Tho. Newborough, John Nicholson, Tho. Benskin, Benj. Tooke, 
Dan. Midwinter, Tho. Leigh, and Francis Coggan. 
Harris, John. 5th1736. Lexicon Technicum: or, An Universal English Dictionary of Arts and Sciences explaining 
not only the Terms of Arts, but the Arts Themselves In Two Volumes […] The Fifth Edition. Now digested 
into one Alphabet: With very considerable Additions and Improvements […]. London: printed for J. 
Walthoe, Mess. Knapton, D. Midwinter, A. Bettesworth and C. Hitch, E. Symon, T. Ward and E. 
Wicksteed, B. Motte and C. Bathurst, A. Ward, J. Clark, D. Brown, T. Wotton, T. Hatchett and E. Comins. 
Johnson, Samuel. 1747. The Plan of a Dictionary of the English Language; addressed to the Right Honourable 
Philip Dormer, Earl of Chesterfield; one of His Majesty’s Principal Secretaries of State. London: printed 
for J. and P. Knapton, T. Longman and T. Shewell, C. Hitch, A. Millar, and R. Dodsley. 
Johnson, Samuel. 1755. A Dictionary of the English Language: in which the words are deduced from their 
originals, and illustrated in their different significations by examples from the best writers. To which 
are prefixed, a history of the language, and an English grammar. London: Printed by W. Strahan for J. 
and P. Knapton; T and T. Longman; C. Hitch and L. Hawes; A. Miller; and R. and J. Dodsley. 
Rees, Abraham. 1778-1788. Cyclopædia: or, an universal dictionary of arts and sciences. [...] By E. Chambers, 
F.R.S. With the supplement, and modern improvements, incorporated in one alphabet. By Abraham 
Rees, D.D. In four volumes. London: printed for W. Strahan, J.F. and C. Rivington, A. Hamilton, T. Payne. 
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